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A Moral Approach to Speculative Science-Fiction Literature
Bailee Morgan
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“The cradle rocks above an abyss, and common sense tells us that our existence is but a brief
crack of light between two eternities of darkness.”
Vladimir Nabokov
The 2015 novel Seveneves by Neal Stephenson is an epochal narrative that encompasses
an ambitious range of themes, ideals, and philosophical and scientific concepts, and thus is a
unique and highly significant addition to the speculative science fiction genre. Seveneves
imagines a reality in which the human race is faced with the immediate threat of extinction when
the debris of Earth’s shattered moon threatens to annihilate the planet’s surface during the Hard
Rain. What follows is a detailed account of humanity’s efforts to preserve itself by expanding the
International Space Station (affectionately referred to as Izzy) into a self-sustaining installation
that will function for a minimum of five-thousand years until the Earth is able to be reinhabited.
Additionally, Izzy must be populated by those who are best suited to preserve humanity, so the
aptitude of every eligible candidate is weighed in a process that becomes known as the Casting
of the Lots. Despite its dire mission, humanity finds itself besieged by political and social
challenges which threaten to unhinge the operation and jeopardize the fate of what remains of the
human species. It is this series of tribulations which calls into question the most fundamental
aspects of human nature, and also posits a damning claim: this human society, which often fails
to achieve cooperation among its waning populace, does not actually deserve to endure the
apocalypse and reseat itself on a revived Earth as the dominant species once again.
Speculative Fiction Context
Speculative fiction as a genre has the power to pose these sorts of scenarios and theorize
solutions by considering social and philosophical concepts within a narrative. Aram Sinnreich
considers the impact of science fiction on society both as a whole as well as its influence on the
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individual, writing that “as society reorganized itself around...newer...rights and responsibilities,
our stories changed, as well” (322). This presents the idea that the literary tales we tell ourselves
are intrinsically linked to our current perception of our own moral and social identity.
Speculative fiction is especially unique because its explicit purpose is to make an assumption or
theorize as to what the future holds, and then use that assumption to speculate on how society
will respond using its current values regarding issues of race, gender, economic class, and more.
Pamela J. Annas, in her essay addressing the role of women in the changing landscape of science
fiction, describes the cultural relevance of the genre most aptly:
[Science fiction] as a genre is more useful than ‘mainstream’ fiction for exploring
possibilities for social change precisely because it allows ideas to become flesh,
abstraction to become concrete, imaginative extrapolation to become aesthetic reality. It
allows the writer to create and the reader to experience and recreate a new or transformed
world based on a set of assumptions different from those we usually accept. It allows the
reader...to be reborn into a reborn world. And, through working out in concrete terms
philosophical and political assumptions, it allows the reader to take back into her or his
own life new possibilities. (145-146)
Seveneves, too, enjoys a richness of social theory in its “aesthetic reality” that takes place in the
“reborn world” of the human race, which is faced with extinction. Stephenson utilizes such a
world in order to pose his own questions and assumptions about human nature within the novel,
and it is up to readers to discern his intentions, as well as all that they imply within the larger
genre and literature as a developing entity.
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The literary value of Seveneves lies in its exploration of what Harry Lee Poe refers to as
“the most pertinent questions about existence,” and is effective because “science fiction taps into
the fears and anxieties that people have about modern society and its direction” (76). This model
is seen in many popular literary works, such as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, which was the
novel that signalled the beginning of the science fiction genre and more recently, Margaret
Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. Both of these works make an assumption about the near future
-whether it be the power of humans to harness and create life, or the sudden regression of women
as disenfranchised slaves beholden to a ruling class of men. Stephenson does this as well with
Seveneves, introducing a narrative and conflicts which test the morality of the human race as it
faces issues of gender, race, and class intersectionality as they arise in matters of survival versus
extinction.
Stephenson, through his expression of the narrative conflict and its resolutions, equips a
reader to form his or her own conclusions about the nature of the morality displayed by the
humanity of Seveneves. This technique was also employed by Edgar Allan Poe’s works of
science fiction. Harry Lee Poe describes Poe’s methods: “For Poe, the purpose of all art, and
literature in particular, was to have an effect on the audience. He would develop a variety of plot
structures that suited him in the exploration of a range of spiritual issues designed to have an
effect on his audience” (79). This is, of course, the intention of many authors; however,
Stephenson stands apart because the “effect” he wishes to impose upon his audience is, most
importantly, the simple act of compelling the audience to engage in a discussion of the
viewpoints he posits. In doing this, it is clear that Stephenson is most interested in imparting his
own speculations unto his audience, which become clear when a reader is able to determine his
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intentions for the outcome. Rather than addressing “spiritual issues,” Stephenson chooses to
explore societal issues -- namely how society uses its contemporary morality to respond to forced
cooperation in the face of extinction. Thus, the many literary intricacies (such as its use of
religious allusion and characterization to form social hypotheses) of Seveneves a re essential
when attempting to deduce Stephenson’s intentions for the novel, which then allows a reader to
determine how Seveneves relates to the speculative fiction genre and literature as a whole.
Stephenson uses a world-ending event to theorize about the fundamental nature of humanity and
how its members may respond to such an event based upon their sociocultural traits such their
attitudes regarding sex and gender, as well as their sensitivities to cultural differences. These
themes of societal strife and interpersonal cooperation in strained circumstances are common in
speculative fiction; where other works discuss class and gender issues as they pertain to social
hierarchies, Seveneves u ses portrayals of women in an apocalypse to conduct an evaluation of
human morality. With this perspective, Seveneves cements itself as a penetrating work of
extreme nuance that benefits from heavier scrutiny and investigation.
Therefore, in order to determine how Seveneves relates to a wider realm of speculative
literature, one must first conduct a deeper analysis of the novel’s narrative. This can be achieved
by considering how Stephenson employs moral and social concepts to fuel his portrayals of the
characters in the novel, as well as his use of literary devices to establish the narrative’s identity,
including its tone. When the narrative is deciphered, the thematic message interspersed within
the narrative reveals itself to be more profound than what is initially apparent. Rather than acting
as a simple imagining of this hypothetical disaster, Seveneves b urdens itself with an attempted
portrayal of social and moral realities that exist in our own world and their significance. The
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novel does this by representing these issues through its characterization and narrative beats, and
then actively discussing them within the context of the story. By doing this, the novel creates an
internal discussion of its own themes which are then offered up for a reader’s interpretation.
Therefore, the literary value of Seveneves l ies in its exploration of the social implications of
extinction. The role of women in Seveneves, especially, is one which deserves acute
examination, as the female characters serve an allegorical as well as thematic significance. Using
its female characters as a lens to decipher the nature of humanity is the most invaluable means of
determining how Seveneves addresses the social implications of extinction. The role of the
female characters as the salvatores of the human species aids an evaluation of the novel’s
narrative outcome, their role as representatives of the species, deity-like characterization, and
inevitable shortcomings, eventually creating the framework for the reader to judge for
themselves the flawed morality of the novel’s imperiled human race.
Author Intentions
Since its publication in 2015, much of the discourse surrounding Seveneves c oncerns its
technological institutions and the plausibility of its scientific assertions as they relate to our own
age of technological advancement. However, the literary discussion of Seveneves is largely
centered on whether the novel is utopic or dystopic. Michael Paulus compares Seveneves’ New
Earth order to Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis: “Although Stephenson’s New Earth is rather
different from Francis Bacon’s utopian New Atlantis, the two works share a largely optimistic
appraisal of scientific and technological dominion over nature” (Paulus). The importance of a
deeper analysis of Seveneves s tems from the fact that there remains a contentious undercurrent
that fuels multiple possible interpretations regarding the themes of the novel. This contention
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largely concerns the overall tone of the novel -- Seveneves potentially posits two different,
opposing viewpoints that are cultivated through Stephenson’s use of tone: that of utopian
optimism, or dystopian pessimism. Paulus writes:
“Seveneves is hard to classify as utopian or dystopian....although Stephenson’s near and
far technological futures could be described as dystopian (with the destruction of the
Earth and all), [it is] not without idealistic characteristics….[it deals] with cataclysmic
disruptions, but…[opens] up our perceptions of knowledge, time, space, and community
to uncover and reveal[s] something deeper about the ends of these fundamental
dimensions of experience….Seveneves... addresses apocalyptic questions of human
understanding, nature, and destiny—and the dependencies of these on technology.”
(Paulus)
The elements Stephenson uses to establish the tone of the novel, such as a positive or negative
portrayal of its characters and their responses to their circumstances, gives evidence to reinforce
each viewpoint -- pessimistic or optimistic. Then, the “prevailing” viewpoint then becomes a
narrative outcome that reveals Stephenson’s intentions for the novel as it relates to others of its
kind in the genre. The viewpoints Stephenson posits are common to the genre of speculative
fiction for its discussion of human nature as it pertains to past, present, and future, especially
from the perspective of social progressivism. The viewpoints are that of optimism or pessimism
-- whether the novel employs ideals of hope or whether the moral shortcomings of humanity are
too much to overcome.
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The Optimistic Viewpoint
Both viewpoints -- optimistic and pessimistic -- would take into account how humanity
responds to its tragic circumstances. Seveneves, at times, seems to embody ideals of both
viewpoints. However, the optimistic viewpoint of Seveneves m
 ight be considered the prevailing
viewpoint for the novel’s narrative because Stephenson seems to imply optimism more overtly.
When suggesting this optimistic outcome, Stephenson emphasizes the tenacity of the human
race. Despite the annihilation of the greater part of the human race, the species does indeed, by
the end of the novel, continue. The efforts of Cal Blankenship and Rufus MacQuarie preserve
their respective populations through the Hard Rain and onwards. The Eves take the power of
virtue into special consideration and create a divergent strain of humanity that is literally defined
by its ability to embody these virtues and defy the flaws which threatened the species with
extinction.
By doing this, the narrative seems to set the Eves in opposition to the rest of humanity,
making the assertion that some of these women survived for specific reasons. If this is true,
Stephenson appears to be making a value judgement of these women based upon how they relate
to the rest of society, which eradicates itself due to infighting. Margaret Miller, author of "The
Ideal Woman in Two Feminist Science-Fiction Utopias," details the concept of “the ideal
woman” in the genre. Miller starts by visiting the constructions of “the female heroes realistic
fiction has given us,” such as wives and mothers, teachers, frustrated dreamers, and the
hysteria-stricken “that is the ‘disease of women in our time’” (191). Miller introduces the
questions of Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir: “what could women be if the social
conditions which have truncated the natures and ambitions of the [realistic hero women], were
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changed?” (191). The Eves are Stephenson’s answer to this question. Stephenson, like Miller,
opts towards a more flexible portrayal of women within fiction. Miller analyzes Charlotte
Perkins Gilman’s and Suzy McKee Charnas’ use of “women [who] are potentially
omnicompetent, that there is no human task they could not perform were restrains on their
activities removed” (196). Miller writes, “[t]hey also share the assumption that a society
organized by women isolated from male pressures would be non-authoritarian and co-operative
rather than competitive” (196). These speculations are handled by Stephenson as well, as the
female characters perform feats that suggest their “omnicompetence” in the absence of men,
who, conversely, are numerous and disposable, dying harsh deaths whilst the women survive and
adapt. Additionally, Stephenson works with the aforementioned “assumption” about a
female-centric society, describing at length the relationships between the women left and how
those relationships result in the continuation of the species and the society that grows from it.
Thus, there exists within the narrative the implication that the Eves are these “ideal women” and
the humans who are most fit to carry on the legacy of the human race.
With this development, Stephenson creates a moral hierarchy for the narrative, with the
Eves existing atop it and all other individuals compared to them. This is made apparent by the
scene in which the Eves discuss the genetic modification of their children that will both fulfill
their own moral specifications, as well as allow their offspring to be better suited for a lifestyle
constrained by the limitations of space. It is further compounded by Dinah’s actions when she
threatens to put an end to what is left of them, saying if eight women cannot come to an
agreement, then none of them deserve the opportunity to rekindle the human race: “‘That’s a
demolition charge,’ Ivy said, ‘It’s going to kill us all ten minutes from now if she doesn’t take it
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off the window...I think my friend is trying to tell us that if we can’t settle this in ten minutes, the
human race doesn’t deserve to go on existing’” (562). Despite this, the Eves come to an
agreement which allows each Eve to embed a “free gene” in their offspring so they exemplify the
moral virtue each Eve values most. If these moral virtues succeed, lends support to an optimistic
interpretation. The Eves, “[w]ith all of their limitations, [are] exemplars of humanity, courageous
harbingers of life in a dying world” (Faithful 362). However, the resolution of this conflict
between the Eves is achieved only on a superficial level, and the true meaning of this exchange
can be addressed when considering a pessimistic viewpoint.
The overall attitude of humanity as it learns of its demise is one of the strongest
indicators that the narrative may be framed by optimism. The news is delivered nestled in the
crater of an ancient celestial impact. Doob, one of the novel’s main characters, explains the
significance of this: “Between six and eight thousand years ago, an unimaginable catastrophe had
befallen this place. The surviving humans had kept the story alive in legends...Now, it was
beautiful” (51). This is a conscious decision by both the characters and the narrative to frame this
tragedy in a positive light, in order to inspire the best response from humanity. When humanity
learns of its imminent annihilation, its response is largely centered upon its desire to help those
who will survive through creating databases of both biological and cultural material.
Other factors which contribute to the narrative’s sense of optimism are those of the noble
sacrifices undertaken by individuals who work to expand the ISS into an independently
functioning organism. With the situation so dire, with each ISS meeting beginning with the
percentage of time the human race has left alive, there is no time to ensure safety regulations as
Roskosmos begins to send cosmonauts to Izzy “with a spate of flights producing what NASA
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described as ‘mixed results; and Roskosmos termed ‘an acceptable fatality rate’” (72). They are
an expendable labor force by necessity. It is these noble sacrifices which suggest that humanity
has fostered a healthy acceptance of its new, highly temporary world order. This moral conflict is
exemplified most obviously in the scene in which Fyodar prepares himself to “sacrifice” Tekla, a
lukk Scout with a malfunctioning air lock. Lukk Scouts are individuals who are sent in droves to
Izzy to work on its outward expansion, and are afforded none of its meager resources, so they
must take shelter in thin sheets of pressurized plastic called lukks, which float freely in the open
space outside of Izzy. Tekla, whose air lock mechanism disallows her from moving from her
lukk to her space suit, begins to suffocate. It would take time and resources humanity cannot
spare in order to rescue her, and therefore the procedure cannot be justified. Tekla is aware of
this, as “[i]t was simply part of being a Scout that you knew you would probably not survive”
(95). Dinah, an observer of this conflict, notes that this sort of sacrifice “was a little bit out of
step with the modern ethos. Correction: with the modern ethos as it had existed during the Age of
the One Moon. It was perfectly in step with how things were now” (96). Dinah notes this
transition specifically because it signals a rising tide of similar conflicts -- these sacrifices
become the new reality as every individual is expected to make peace with their death as it
serves to benefit the future of humankind.
These moral conflicts persist through the entirety of the novel, only escalating in scope as
the situation worsens. When it is theorized that Izzy will run out of water and be left stranded
with no means of propelling itself out of danger, Sean Probst abandons his wealth and his
remaining time on Earth to embark upon a mission that will find him dead before he can see its
outcome. An optimistic narrative demands that these sacrifices mean something, and establishes
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them as noble or heroic. However, while it may be argued that as some of humanity elevates
itself to a moral high ground, other factions stoop lower than ever before.
The Pessimistic Viewpoint
With this new ethos reigning over all of humanity’s decisions, it seems that a new age of
morality has begun. It is by this standard that a reader may judge the narrative tone of
Seveneves—w
 hether these sacrifices and the commitment to human life that they display
outweighs the counterproductive and oftentimes monstrous actions taken by the novel’s
antagonists which jeopardize the future of the species.
On the surface, the tone of Seveneves a ppears to lean towards optimism. However, a
compelling argument can be made for the contrary. For example, the humans in Seveneves all
seem to sympathize with each other and work together to achieve a common aim. It is only when
some of these ideas are executed, and human nature is drawn into the fray, that societal
conventions and morality begin to face collapse. Julia Bliss Flaherty, the former President of the
United States of America, is the primary instigator of many of these conflicts. Her ambition and
arrogance lead her to take action that frequently endangers the tenuous balance struck by the
inhabitants of Izzy, both before and after Zero. Against the Cloud Ark Accords, which prohibit
any Earth world leaders from exerting unchecked power over the sovereign entity that is Izzy,
JBF travels into orbit to survive the coming apocalypse. Her extreme political chauvinism only
complicates the political matters that begin to form on Izzy, as the space station now contains
every remaining human in a single installation, and any leader of Izzy, by extension, becomes the
leader of an entire species.
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Julia has, by the middle of the novel, established herself as a political maverick. She
orders a nuclear attack against Venezuela to quash its resistance when it endangers the timeline
leading up to the Hard Rain. She leads a coup against the General Population aboard Izzy,
stealing personnel and resources in order to fuel a bastardized mission to Mars. In a world which
suddenly values technical expertise above all else, she has none -- and yet she still harnesses
enough power and influence to turn humanity against itself. Therefore, the narrative illustrates
that this brand of humanity, as it acts against its own self-interest and falls prey to petty political
feuds orchestrated by an individual whose livelihood hinges solely upon her powers of
manipulation, has irreparably -- and even willfully -- doomed itself.
Opposite Julia’s political puppeteering is what her presence aboard Izzy represents. Julia
possesses no technical expertise to excuse her consumption of valuable resources. She is unlike
any other human left alive, existing as an unskilled minority. But this element of her character
introduces a valuable perspective about the nature of society pre-Zero. Women are historically
underrepresented and devalued within STEM fields, and Izzy has room for only a small
percentage of the top minds in any given field. When humanity collectively decides to devote its
resources into the Cloud Ark, it acknowledges the fact that “[m]ost of the people on the Cloud
Ark were going to have to be women” (62). This is in part due to the simple fact that humanity
will need to procreate, but Doob points out that other factors, such as their resistance to radiation
and cabin fever, are equally as important. Using this simple plot point, Stephenson calls attention
to the paradox that exists in Seveneves a s well as the real world: an institution which
systematically devalues and overlooks women now finds itself dependent on them.
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This gender disparity is further confirmed by a continuous undercurrent of sexism faced
by the female personnel aboard Izzy, both before and after Zero. Society imagines catty tensions
between Ivy and Dinah, and the lesbian-coded Tekla’s hairstyle and musculature is a matter of
fierce online debate (86). Julia’s silver-streaked hair is widely speculated by the media to be
artificially dyed to make her seem older and more refined, as she is the second-youngest
President in history and also its first female President. Ivy, as well, is a Chinese-American
woman who is the commander of the ISS for a large part of the novel, only to be removed from
her position so a more moderate and traditional individual can assume power. Contrasting this,
the male leaders in the novel are never questioned for their convictions or qualifications, and are
simply assumed to be the best choice because of the faith the General Population has in its old
social hierarchy. Stephenson takes great care developing this disparity in order to establish that
the society of Seveneves h as failed its women, which then emphasizes the significance of the role
that these women play in the later part of the novel, when they are all that remain to cast
judgement upon the species that once marginalized them.
But to understand the strongest interpretation of Seveneves’ pessimistic viewpoint, one
must only consider the circumstances which led to the formation of the Eves: a society of the last
humans left alive, tasked foremost with the preservation of their species, still manages to war
amongst itself until only a handful of women remain. Miller references questions introduced by
Wollstonecraft and Beauvoir, which ask whether a female-centric society would perhaps be more
virtuous if women were allowed to fulfill their true potential. Stephenson lampshades this
question when Camila suggests this as a potentiality to the rest of the Eves. Camila asks whether
it would “‘really be such a bad thing to have a society with no males?’” (553), as the narrative
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has already made the designation that men are not as suited to a lifestyle in space as women, as
well as the blame Stephenson lays on male-centric institutions within the novel. The assumptions
posed by Margaret Miller, of a female-centric society that is cooperative and non-authoritarian
(Miller 196), however, is negated by Stephenson. The women are divided into factions
depending on their alignments prior to the formation of the Eves -- within these factions,
cooperation is achieved and understandings reached. The largest faction includes the women in
the General Population—everyone but Camila, Aida, and Julia—and behave in a harmonious
manner, cooperative amongst themselves. However, there exists an air of distrust between those
of the largest faction and the others, and other disparities are evident. The faction of two is made
up of rogues, such as Camila and Aida, and is united strictly due to their mutual aversion to Julia.
Stephenson is showing multiple possibilities for female-centric societies, while acknowledging
that no society is ever perfect -- thus instilling the notion that the Eves represent a pessimistic
thread within the novel’s narrative.
Additionally, although the Eves do overcome the ten-minute deadline set by Dinah, the
decision they arrive at is an indicator of their inherent flaw. The Eves are not pillars of virtue, but
misguided and desperate individuals who feel as though they must place the blame for
humanity’s downfall somewhere—in this case, by discussing the possibility of eliminating
undesirable traits from the human genome. The Eves are not above morality -- by attempting to
elevate themselves to the status of architects of an entire species, they are guilty of the same
shortcomings as those that are dead and gone. The evils they seek to eradicate only change form
to suit the Eves’ own narrow perceptions. More severely, the Eves become irreproachable to
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their descendents, and thus their mistakes are never questioned, so the issues behind them
continue to thrive without any opposition.
It is with these many considerations that it becomes more difficult to determine whether
the tone of the novel is optimistic or pessimistic. Therefore, it becomes vital to first form an
opinion on whether the humanity as it exists in Seveneves d eserves to survive based upon the
moral merits it exemplifies. Only then can one decide whether the narrative outcome is
optimistic or pessimistic.
The Issue of Deservedness
It is Ivy who acts as a mouthpiece for Stephenson’s intentions in one of the narrative’s
most critical instances. She says: “‘I think my friend is trying to tell us that if we can’t settle this
in ten minutes, the human race doesn’t deserve to go on existing’” (562) This scene is highly
charged within the narrative, as it exists at a crossroads for humanity, which makes the question
posed all the more weighty. It is with this development that Stephenson expressly puts forth the
notion that he is creating a narrative that attempts to gauge the deservedness of existence by
evaluating the social and moral merits of humanity. Stephenson likely constructed the narrative
outcome to hinge upon upon the way humanity collectively responded to its various members in
the face of crisis. Because matters of deservedness are not empirically determinable, Stephenson
simply conveys his own notion of what can be termed an innate, nonsubjective morality, then
designs the narrative of Seveneves t o defy it in order to establish the novel’s pessimistic outcome.
He does this by condemning certain immoral practices, such as racism and sexism, as well as
using religious allusions, which already bear some weight within a Western-audiences’
conception of morality. Therefore, a pessimistic narrative outcome would hinge upon the fact
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that, as a species, a struggling humanity failed to achieve intersectional understanding and
appreciation of all of its various parts. Thus, the role of the Eves is to act as a lens through which
humanity is characterized, and by this standard that a reader must judge whether humanity
deserves to live or die, and how t he narrative unfolds to result in either outcome.
Portrayals of Women
Some factors which indicate Stephenson’s measure of deservedness include his portrayal
of the roles of women within the speculative science fiction genre, as well as how the rest of
humanity responds to such characters. The portrayals of women in such a progressive genre of
literature is of immense importance when drawing conclusions about the genre’s effectiveness in
presenting conclusions that answer its speculations. This effectiveness is based upon the function
that female characters serve in individual works belonging to that genre, like Seveneves. The
portrayal of the female characters of Seveneves further serves to allow a reader to draw
conclusions about the nature of the novel’s narrative outcome -- optimistic or pessimistic.
According to Pamela J. Annas, “[s]cience fiction has always been potentially
revolutionary” for its discussion of “social change” (143). Despite the female prominence within
the origins of science fiction as it was introduced by Shelley, science fiction has seemingly fallen
away from its original diversity. Annas suggests that science fiction has existed as largely a
boy’s club, because most science fiction works are authored and consumed by men (144). Annas
goes on to assert that “women in the worlds of SF were props rather than characters when they
appeared at all” (144-145). In her essay, Annas analyzes several works which challenge these
masculine constructs by eliminating male figures from the narrative in order to theorize at the
nature of a female-led society under the assumption that it will be “freer, more individualistic,
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less rigid, than any society based on patriarchal assumptions” (148). To justify these single-sex
environments, authors include “advanced biological techniques, such as cloning or the merging
of ova” (148). This is seen when Moira, the geneticist of the Eves, offers the possibility of
single-parent procreation to the rest of the women. By doing this, Stephenson is consciously
mirroring the model of female-centric narrative elements. The portrayal of the female-centric
society of the Eves acts as a frame of reference for the rest of humanity, so that a reader may
judge by its contrast the male-centric society that existed before the Age of the Eves and
determine its moral merits for survival.
As seen in Seveneves, the roles of women in science fiction is ever-changing, expanding
and deepening to allow new, more progressive models of womanhood to gain traction. George
Faithful, author of "Survivor, Warrior, Mother, Savior: The Evolution of the Female Hero in
Apocalyptic Science Fiction Film of the Late Cold War" examines the role of women throughout
the history of the genre, with specific emphasis on roles which broke the mold of women as
“props,” “helpless victims and laser wielding bombshells” (349). Instead, they fill new roles,
engaged equally in combat and caring: “[T]heir heroism consisted of survival. But they were not
content to save themselves alone. In the face of inhuman threats, they grew to become warriors,
mothers, and saviors of humanity, revealing themselves to be the ultimate humans in the
process” (349). Faithful points out that, with the evolution of female characters into active
agents, their narratives became “rich with religious themes such as incarnation, kenosis,
resurrection, faith seeking understanding, messianic expectation, virgin birth, free will, fate, evil,
prophetic forewarning, and salvation” (347). These themes are prominently featured in
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Seveneves, as well, establishing the novel as a keystone work in the genre’s trek towards
progressivism.
Though Stephenson is a typical specimen of this genre’s authorship, he does justice to its
hopeful credo of progressivism by establishing his female characters as nuanced and
multifaceted, with highly significant roles within the narrative. They are scientists, mothers,
doctors, athletes, teachers, politicians, and more. However, even these features can be accredited
to many other speculative science fiction works, and as such are no longer the markers of
progressivism they once were. Stephenson sets Seveneves a part from weaker works in the genre
by attributing the species’ most momentous responsibilities to its women, who rise handsomely
to the challenge.
Religious Allegory
The women of Seveneves embody these essential themes mentioned by Faithful largely
through their roles as mothers and saviors. They act as “incarnations,” and messiahs, deity-like
figures to their descendents despite the five-thousand years that separate them. Kenosis, the
abnegation of one’s self in favor of divinity, is seen when Camila opts to give her descendents
traits of passivity in order to reduce conflict among the other races. The narrative elevates the
Eves to a position of such prominence that they are able to manipulate concepts of “virgin birth,
free will...and salvation” (Faithful 347) as though they were physical objects held cupped in their
hands. The Eves take on what can only be referred to as the mantle of God and creator which,
along with their designation as Eves, begs a comparison between the Epic of the Eves and the
Judeo-Christian story of Genesis.
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The importance of creation myths, such as Genesis, is defined by John Badertscher, the
author of “On Creation Myths,” an essay which explores the function of creation myths within a
religious ideology, operate as “narratives told for the purpose of inculcating a particular sense of
the meaning and purpose of life” (195). Therefore, the role of the Eves serves an allegorical
purpose, representing the roles of both God as divine creators and also the first woman created
by Him. Therefore, a comparison of the Eves and Genesis serves to reveal much about what
Stephenson intended for the tone of the novel. It raises questions about the value of women in a
situation in which they are forced to become mothers for the good of a species, as well as the
implications of the erasure of Man and Adam from the species’ cultural narrative and women as
agents of their own survival. Moira, when she offers the possibility of single-parent procreation
to the Eves, assumes the role of creator. Just as God was said to create woman from man, Moira
creates offspring in accordance with each Eve’s specifications. Because the Eves fulfill both
roles -- God and woman -- they occupy a moral high ground which creates an entity referred to
by Faithful as “a humanistic mythos.” Faithful goes on to reference science fiction films (such as
Alien and Terminator) which established a religious significance for their mediums:
[They] relied on religious motifs to clearly depict the humanity of their heroes, the
gravity of the crises they faced, and the dire necessity of the salvation they offered. This
was more than the mere incorporating of religious elements for dramatic effect. The films
represented myth-building. Their narratives reflected but also challenged the cultures in
which they came about (Faithful 363).
Therefore, the Epic of the Eves becomes the new humanity’s own Genesis, its own “mythos” and
religion, by which a reader can judge how this Genesis “inculcat[es] a particular sense of the
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meaning and purpose of life” (195), which, in turn, may be used to determine the novel’s
narrative outcome.
The quasi-divine role of women is further examined by Meixell in an analysis of how the
value of women is tied to both their fertility and their “intellectual aspirations” (384). Meixell
references the character Libia, based on the Greek mythological woman Libya, in Pedro
Calderón de la Barco’s La estatua de prometeo, who is praised for these aforementioned traits.
The Eves, like Libia, also are “depicted as having intellectual aspirations and a curiosity about
the workings of the universe. [Their] character clarifies that the intellectual side of humanity, the
world of the mind, is not just the domain of men” (384). If the aspirations of the Eves parallel
that of the mythological woman Libia, it seems safe to surmise that the esteem of the Eves to
their descendents is comparable to that of mythological and religious creation stories.
The allegorical elements of the novel only intensify with the moral insights offered by the
pre-Hard Rain and the Casting of the Lots, which echo the Genesis story of the Flood. As
mentioned earlier, when the news of extinction reaches the public, there is a surprising lack of
panic and despair. Satisfied that their ethnic and cultural identities will be preserved within the
individuals selected in the Casting of the Lots, those who have no hope of survival dedicate
themselves to contributing to humanity’s cultural and creative legacy so that some part of their
individual identity survives the cataclysm. This, of course, echoes the allegory of the Ark, in
which God commands Noah to “Take with you...every kind of clean animal...to keep their
various kinds alive throughout the earth” (New International Version, Gen. 7:2-3). However, it
also suggests that those humans who were left behind exist in sin, because the “earth was corrupt
in God’s sight and was full of violence” (Gen. 6:11), and thus were unworthy of being spared
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from the wrath of the “flood.” If this is true then it is implied that those who are selected to live
on the Cloud Ark exist as opposites, and, like Noah, who “was a righteous man, blameless
among the people of his time” (Gen. 6:9) deserve to be spared.
Thus, with these allegorical elements suggesting that the Eves are pillars of morality and
of divine status within the narrative, it would seem that Stephenson is suggesting the outcome of
the novel as optimistic. After all, the Eves succeed, rekindling humanity so that it persists for
five-thousand years and finds its old home on Earth. However, under a more careful scrutiny,
Stephenson actually makes it plain through his many narrative choices that Seveneves more
likely reflects a pessimistic view.
A Pessimistic Work
Every narrative choice made by Stephenson can be deconstructed to reveal the damning
truth of the narrative tone. Every victory can be flipped on its head to instead prove moral lapses
and failure. Every story element and characterization choice that appears to reflect optimism is
thwarted when its innards are plumbed for deeper meaning. Seveneves i s, above all, a work that
seeks to strip away all of humanity’s delusions of technological and moral grandeur so the
immense flaw beneath is laid bare for all to see. In this way, it stands out from other works in the
speculative fiction genre with the breadth of its vision of failure and the commentary Stephenson
imposes upon it.
Despite the Eve’s surface-level success, the Eves cannot be characterized as pillars of
morality or righteousness, despite their best efforts to act as such. Their role is not as
straightforward as it initially appears, and a more thorough examination of their choices and
characterization serves to support this pessimistic conclusion. It is the commentary of Aida
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which questions the disturbing implications of immoral breeding and eugenics. When Aida asks
whether Luisa, a psychologist, believes bipolar disorder should be eradicated from the human
genome, Luisa responds that mental disorders are just as legitimate as physical and “‘[s]uch
disorders should, in my opinion, be addressed in the same way” (Stephenson 556). However,
Luisa is consciously suggesting that an aspect of Aida’s health that is integral to her identity is
something that should be eradicated, which both Aida and Dinah point out. Aida says, “‘[Y]ou
are going to keep me locked up in an arklet making genetic freak babies and taking them away
from me’” (560). This is an example of one instance of the Eves’ misguided piety -- their
willingness to erase an aspect of humanity simply because it does not fit their perceptions of the
ideal.
Even further than the issue of eugenics and the ableism it entails is the issue of
encouraging insurmountable racial rifts between the divergent races of the Eve offspring. Aida,
too, is the first to point this out. Doomed to be forever an outcast, she is unwilling to bear
offspring that will vary so differently from that of the other Eves, and will never be able to
reconcile with those populations. She says, “‘I pronounce a curse. My children, no matter what
decision I make, will forever be different from your children….What you have decided to do is
create new races….They will be separate and distinct forever….They will never merge into a
single human race again, because that is not the way of humanity’” (563). The Eves overlook this
statement -- as an outcast, they do not value Aida’s opinion or her concerns, and thus their
offspring continues in the exact way Aida predicts. Again, this signals the Eves’ overall
insensitivity to necessary considerations, which establishes their flaw. Thus, as the other Eves
adopt the role of God and creator, Aida seems destined to share to the same fate as the original
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Eve -- treated as inferior to all of God’s other creations. This introduces issues of racism that
grow more concentrated with every year that passes, with evidence of Aida’s transgressions not
only accessible upon demand in the form of video archives, but taught, embed into the
upbringing of every child of the other races and ensuring a milleniums-long racial and social
inequity. This inequity persists through the time-skip of the novel, and the political climate is
described by the new narrator to resemble a Cold War of the races, as well as actual violent
conflicts.
Another narrative element which cements the novel’s viewpoint as pessimistic is the
Casting of the Lots. The Casting of the Lots broaches the attitude of humanity towards issues of
intersectionality among races and ethnicities. These issues arise when the world leaders of a
doomed Earth promise the preservation of culture on the Cloud Ark, as well as racial and ethnic
representation among its members. Due to the imperfections of the Casting of the Lots, it
becomes a prime opportunity for these racial conflicts to arise. Every community is asked to put
forth two candidates -- male and female -- for training so that all cultural identities will be
preserved after the surface’s extinction. Doob points out the problematic nature of this: even
though “[t]hose belonging to rare or distinctive ethnic groups probably had a leg up” (58) the
Casting of the Lots would suffer when handed over to human nature. He says, “They had already
[imposed rules] by insisting there had to be both a boy and a girl. They knew perfectly well that
many cultures would have trouble with that” (59). Thus, the conflict develops in a manner which
forces a reader to consider whether these cultures, who do not have values that are constructive
to humanity’s survival, actually deserve representation. And, with the political and social strife
within the Swarm that initiates infighting, it seems Doob was correct to doubt whether humanity
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could be expected to function while its members are forced to coexist among such racial and
cultural disparities when it is historically ill-equipped to do so.
A Naturalistic Response
Barring rational, humanistic explanations of these conflicts, it is also valuable to judge
the responses within the Cloud Ark as strictly naturalistic. After all, every political affiliation
was liquidated upon the beginning of the Hard Rain, and one’s only allegiance was meant to lie
with the perpetuation of the species: “Oaths you may have taken...allegiances you may have
held...loyalties you may have felt...citizenships you may have had are now and forever
dissolved” (323). This signals a transformation of society -- even though Markus meant that all
allegiances now lie solely in the people of the Cloud Ark, in actuality this transformation frees
the remainder of humanity from their societal and humanistic responsibilities. Humanistic values
like law and order quickly break down in the complications of survival. Much of Seveneves’
pessimistic strength lies in its relation to naturalistic literature, which explores human responses
to the necessity of survival.
Farrell describes the viewpoint of Emile Zola, who is often considered the father of
naturalistic literature: “the naturalistic novelist was a scientist who was analyzing man in both his
individual and social relation” (531). Zola says, “‘We [novelists] operate on the characters, the
passions, on the human and social data, in the same way that the chemist and the physicist
operate on living beings” (531). James T. Farrell, author of “Some Observations on Naturalism,
So Called, in Fiction,” which explore Zola’s intentions, writes:
[Zola] emphasized the word experimental, declaring that the novelist would show by
experiments the ways that passion acts in certain given conditions, that these experiments
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would serve as a means of going from the known to the unknown, and that the
experimental novelist would thus act as a scientist who went from the known to the
unknown insofar as man was concerned (532).
The results of these experiments would reveal “the mechanisms of the phenomena inherent in
man” (531). This is, of course, identical to the aims of speculative fiction to pose a social
hypothesis and then explore its possible outcomes. Therefore, Stephenson is a “scientist”
“operating” on the characters of Seveneves b y initiating a situation which demands a naturalistic
reaction. The results of such a situation allow the author to offer possibilities of what attributes
are “inherent in man” so the reader may interpret them.
By this definition, Seveneves is both an experimental and a naturalistic work. Seveneves’
naturalism is apparent in its conflict following the Hard Rain. Many discussions of naturalism
hinge upon whether the circumstances of a situation afford the human beings a measure of
control over their own survival. Salma Haque discusses the paradoxicality of nature as well as
the characters in Stephen Crane’s “The Open Boat.” Haque writes that the ocean in the story is a
symbol of nature’s paradox -- Crane portrays the sky as both “bright and gloomy,” the waves
both “high and low” (123). This paradox, Haque writes, is mirrored in that of human nature as
well: “Likewise, human beings also fall somewhere in the grey area between two polar
opposites” (122). Stephenson portrays this paradox much in the same way. Seveneves allows the
possibility of human nature’s paradoxicality -- giving equal representation to both its virtues and
its shortcomings. However, like Crane, Stephenson must choose a victor. Through Aida’s words,
Stephenson emphasizes humanity’s inevitable fall from grace as a result of the social collapse
following Julia’s coup. Aida points out the hypocrisy of all the care and concern devoted to
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choosing capable individuals in the Casting of the Lots: “‘Eight hundred people all carefully
hand-selected for intelligence and rational thought. In the end, all we could think about was how
they tasted,’” (558) referring, of course, to the bout of cannibalism in which Aida and her fellows
were forced to partake in order to survive. The irony of this statement can be seen as an
overarching irony which saturates the entirety of the novel and enforces its pessimism: an honest
attempt to preserve the best of humanity actually brings out its most competitive,
self-destructive, and animalistic qualities.
In the Genre
With these shortcomings in mind, it becomes important to consider how they relate to the
wider speculative fiction genre. Simon J. Evnine, author of "'But Is It Science Fiction?': Science
Fiction and a Theory of Genre," an essay which explores how a work finds a sense of
“belonging” within a genre, says that “belonging” “depend[s], therefore, on historical
factors—whether the author worked inside a genre, intended her work to be part of one, whether
the audience of the work, including other writers in the tradition, were influenced in certain
ways, whether the work was treated or classified as belonging to the genre, and so on” (8). With
this in mind, it is clear that Stephenson intended Seveneves t o “belong” to the science fiction
genre, and thus to fulfill all of its aims to pose philosophical and social hypotheses. Another
factor which allows “belonging” is that of what Evnine refers to as “normativity.” Normativity is
defined by an author’s subscription to the traditions of the genre so that their own work blends
into the genre’s overall identity. Therefore, it becomes the duty of the audience to determine
whether Seveneves m
 akes good on Stephenson’s ambitions to relate to the larger genre, and with
an appreciation of its literary elements and pessimistic conclusion, it is clear that it is successful.
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Within Literature
However, Seveneves s tands out from the rest of the science fiction genre because of the
depth of its speculations. Seveneves i s more than a science fiction novel that imagines the
species faced with the threat of extinction and how it reacts based upon its contemporary values
-- it is actually a work which emphasizes the flaws of human nature. Its desire to pose relevant
questions and encourage audience introspection allows it to stand as equal alongside other
well-established and celebrated works in the genre. Stephenson’s intentions are plain through his
characterization of the Eves, his denunciation of sexism in the STEM fields, and his
condemnation of socially-charged political maverickism. Seveneves b eseeches its audience to
recognize the tragedy that results when our species fails to achieve intersectionality and unity
among its many members and factions, even in the face of disaster. Instead, it falls prey to
naturalistic tendencies that facilitate the breakdown of societal convention and shines light upon
our inherent flaw. Seveneves is a vital piece of literature because of the breadth of its social
vision to portray a humanity that dooms itself through its own social conflicts, such as sexism,
racism, ableism, and classism. Seveneves is valuable beyond the scope of its niche genre because
of the scope of its introspection, as well as its power to do as Annas suggests: to “allow the
reader...to be reborn into a reborn world” and “take back into her or his own life new
possibilities” (146). The significance of Seveneves l ies in its ability to suggest new and better
ways of living by way of introducing through a speculative medium the flaw inborn within us
when we fail to achieve an understanding of and cooperation among our fellows.
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